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BREAKING NEWS

US turns over tsunami alert buoy

Phuket (dpa) - The US government on Friday gave Thailand a $450,000 (about
16 million baht) buoy to be deployed in the Indian Ocean as the first step in
establishing an tsunami early-warning system for the region that was
devastated by tidal waves two years ago.

"With the launching of this buoy, we're taking a big step forward in better
protecting hundreds of millions of people living across the Indian Ocean," Ralph
Boyce, US ambassador to Thailand, said at a ceremony in Phuket marking the
launch of the first Deep-Ocean Assessment and Reporting of Tsunamis (DART)
Il station between the Thai island, 650 kilometres south of Bangkok, and Sri
Lanka.

DART Il is the same system deployed in the Pacific Ocean to help detect
tsunamis for Pacific-rim countries.

No such early-warning system was in place in the Indian Ocean on December
26, 2004, when a magnitude-9 earthquake off the western coast of the
Indonesian island of Sumatra caused a tsunami that the United Nations said
claimed more than 230,000 lives and affected 12 countries. The hardest hit
were Indonesia, Sri Lanka, India and Thailand.

Nearly two years after the disaster, a tsunami early-warning system for the
region is finally being launched.

"The buoy which we launch today will serve as the first fully operational
deep-ocean tsunami-detection station in the Indian Ocean," Boyce said.

The United States plans to launch similar stations off the coast of Sumatra and
Java in 2007, he added.

The buoys, placed miles offshore, are to provide information on wave activities
that is to both save lives and avoid false alarms.

Although meteorologists in Asia had received advance warnings of the 2004
tsunami, there was no system in place to confirm the dangers or a
communications network to relay the message to thousands of Thais and
foreign tourists who were vacationing at Thailand's famed beach resorts on the
Andaman Sea.

More than 5,000 people died in the tsunami in Thailand, half of them
foreigners.

"There is no better way to honour all those who perished in the 2004 tsunami
than to make a concrete effort to help prevent or mitigate such a disaster,"
said Thai Foreign minister Nitya Pibulsonggram, who attended the Phuket
buoy-launching ceremony. At the end of the ceremony, Boyce cut a ribbon,
officially launching the vessel that is to deploy the buoy in the next few days.

 ewnmeErT | Although the United States has granted Thailand the buoy, the Thai
government will be responsible for maintaining it.

Smith Thammararoj, head of Thailand's Tsunami Detection Centre, said
maintenance would cost 100 million baht (2.7 million dollars) over two years.

"Other countries will eventually have to chip in for these costs," Smith told
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Deutsche Presse-Agentur dpa. "It cannot be the sole responsibility of the Thai
government.”
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